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Retail ReSilience: a theoRetical FRamewoRk… 
FoR undeRStanding town centRe dynamicS
The measure of intelligence is the ability to change.
A.	Einstein
Abstract: The	concept	of	 resilience	has	gained	much	attention	 in	 recent	academic	and	political	
discussion.	However,	 its	 application	 to	 specific	 sectors,	 such	as	 retail,	 is	 rather	 scarce.	The	aim	
of	 this	 paper	 is	 to	present	 the	 concept	of	 resilience	 and	 to	 analyse	 its	 applicability	 to	 the	 retail	
sector	within	the	context	of	the	town	centre.	The	paper	proposes	a	possible	analytical	framework	
for	 adaptively	 resilient	 retail	 centres	 that	 links	 the	 performance	 of	 retail	 centres	 to	 underlying	
development	paths,	the	pre-shock	position	in	the	adaptive	cycle,	and	other	factors	that	drive	their	




Rezyliencja handlowa: Ramy teoRetyczne dla 
zrozumienia przekształceń centrum miasta
Streszczenie:	 Koncepcja	 rezyliencji	 staje	 się	 w	 ostatnich	 latach	 przedmiotem	 rosnącego	
zainteresowania	 i	 dyskusji,	 zarówno	naukowej,	 jak	 i	 politycznej.	Wciąż	 stosunkowo	 rzadkie	 są	
przykłady	jej	zastosowania	w	odniesieniu	do	konkretnego	sektora,	takiego	jak	handel	detaliczny.	
Celem	 artykułu	 jest	 przedstawienie	 koncepcji	 rezyliencji	 i	 analiza	możliwości	 jej	 zastosowania	
w	 odniesieniu	 do	 sektora	 handlowego	w	 kontekście	 przekształceń	 centrum	miasta.	W	 artykule	
zaproponowano	 ramy	 analityczne	 rezyliencji	 adaptacyjnej	 ośrodków	 handlowych.	 Podejście	 to	
wiąże	kondycję	ośrodków	handlowych	z	ich	dotychczasowymi	ścieżkami	rozwojowymi,	pozycją,	
którą	 dany	 ośrodek	 zajmował	 w	 cyklu	 adaptacyjnym	 przed	 wystąpieniem	 szoku	 oraz	 innymi	
czynnikami	stymulującymi	ewolucyjną	reorganizację.	Zaproponowane	ramy	analityczne	mają	przy	
tym	istotne	zastosowanie	praktyczne	w	planowaniu	miejskim	i	przestrzennym.	Mogą	być	zatem	
przydatne	 dla	władz	 publicznych	 oraz	 przedstawicieli	 sektora	 handlowego,	 a	 także	 podmiotów	
zajmujących	się	zarządzaniem	centrami	miast.
Słowa kluczowe:	adaptacja,	zakupy,	cykl	adaptacyjny,	ośrodek	handlowy.
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The	 recent	 economic	 crisis,	 which	 has	 enhanced	 the	 perceived	 sense	 of	
vulnerability,	stimulated	the	search	for	new	paths	to	‘resilience,’	often	reflecting	
the	 view	 that	 simply	 bouncing	 back	 to	 the	 pre-crisis	 development	 paths	may	
not	 only	 be	 unlikely	 but	 also	 undesirable.	 Instead,	 an	 alternative	 and	 fuller	
conceptualisation	of	resilience	based	on	an	evolutionary	approach	was	suggested,	
where	 the	ability	of	a	 system	 to	sustain	 long-term	development	and	withstand	
various	disturbances	is	linked	to	a	long-term	capacity	to	adapt	and	reconfigure	
its	 structure	 (Pendall	 et	 al.,	 2010;	Christopherson	 et	 al.,	 2001;	Hassink,	 2010;	
Simmie	and	Martin,	2010;	Martin,	2012).	Adaptive	resilience	is	a	dynamic	and	
multidimensional	 concept	 and	 is	 related	 to	 other	 notions	 found	 in	 economic	
geography	 such	 as	 path	 dependence,	 general	 Darwinism	 or	 panarchy.	 There	
seems	to	be	a	consensus	amongst	academics	that	an	economic	system’s	ability	to	
reconfigure	is	related	to	its	past,	in	particular	to	a	long-run	spatial	development	
path	 and	 to	 the	 existence	 and	 evolution	 of	 regional	 disparities.	 In	 addition,	
the	 importance	of	 a	 trade-off	 between	 the	 adaptation	 (changes	within	 existing	
development	path)	and	adaptability	(developing	new	grow	paths)	of	an	economic	
system	has	attracted	some	attention	(Pike	et	al.,	2010;	Boschma,	2014).	However,	
there	 is	no	agreement	on	 the	extent	 to	which	 these	 factors	define	 the	adaptive	
capacity	of	a	system,	and	the	supporting	empirical	evidence	is	sparse.
The	 concept	 of	 resilience	 can	 be	 useful	 not	 only	 in	 analysing	 the	 whole	
(national	 or	 regional)	 economy,	 but	 also	 individual	 economic	 sectors,	 such	 as	
transportation,	 banking,	 or	 retail.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 retail	 the	 sectorial	 approach	
can	be	combined	with	a	spatial	perspective	by	analysing	the	resilience	of	town	
centres,	defined	as	the	main	retail	cores	within	urban	areas;	also	referred	to	as	















of	 these	 disruptions	 in	 a	 wider	 context,	 the	mechanisms	 of	 building	 adaptive	
capacity	and	the	processes	governing	the	reorganisation	of	retail	centres	are	still	









review	 of	 various	 definitions	 of	 resilience	 and	 related	 concepts.	Although	 the	
concept	 of	 resilience	 is	 still	 vague,	 there	 is	 broad	 discussion	 in	 the	 available	
literature	on	its	applicability	as	well	as	on	its	relationship	to	and	overlaps	with	
other	frameworks.	The	section	also	traces	the	evolution	of	resilience	by	describing	
its	 different	 types	 and	 conceptual	 frameworks.	 Secondly,	 the	 article	 outlines	






broadens	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	 mechanisms	 governing	 the	 adaptability	 of	
retail	centres	to	both	unexpected	shocks	and	more	gradual	processes	of	change.	
The	 proposed	 analytical	 framework	 is	 expected	 to	 be	 beneficial	 to	 various	




Resilience	 has	 become	 an	 increasingly	 popular	 concept;	 however,	 as	 it	 is	
defined	in	different	ways	(Pendall	et	al.,	2010),	it	is	still	vague	and	often	referred	
to	as	a	‘fuzzy’	concept	(Markusen,	2003).The	numerous	definitions	of	resilience	
are	 specified	 not	 only	 by	 various	 disciplines,	 but	 also	 vary	 within	 the	 same	
scientific	field	(Bhamra,	Dani	and	Burnard,	2011).
Although	 the	 Latin	 verb	 resilie can	 be	 translated	 as	 to	 ‘leap	 back’	 or	 to	




































levels	of	 social	 inclusion’.	Rose	 (2009,	p.	8),	on	 the	other	hand,	distinguishes	
between	static	economic	resilience	(the	ability	of	an	entity	or	system	to	continue	
to	function	when	shocked)	and	dynamic	economic	resilience	(the	speed	at	which	




only	when	 these	processes	 fail,	often	due	 to	misguided	 intervention	by	higher	

































moved	 to	 a	 new	 configuration	 (equilibrium	 state).	 Despite	 some	 ambiguities	
as	 to	what	 constitutes	 resilience,	 it	 can	 be	measured	 by	 the	magnitude	 of	 the	





(Martin,	 2012;	 Boschma,	 2014).	 In	 this	 context,	 Simmie	 and	 Martin	 (2010)	
demonstrated	that	a	resilient	regional	economy	would	adapt	successfully	to	the	
economic	 crisis	 and	 either	 resume,	 or	 even	 improve	 its	 long-run	 equilibrium	
growth	 path.	 Conversely,	 they	 argued	 that	 a	 non-resilient	 regional	 economy	
would	 presumably	 fail	 to	 transform	 itself	 successfully	 and	 instead	 become	
‘locked’	 into	 a	 long-run	 out	 dated	 trajectory	 or	 under-performing	 equilibrium	
of	decline.	Such	a	response,	on	the	one	hand,	implies	that	a	resilient	system	is	
one	 that	 is	 capable	 of	 absorbing	 and	 accommodating	 extreme	 shocks	without	










focuses	 on	 anticipatory	or	 reactive	 reorganisation	of	 the	 form	and	 function	of	
a	system	to	minimise	the	impact	of	a	destabilising	shock,	and	thus	offers	far	greater	
traction.	As	Martin	observes,	complex	adaptive	systems	are	distinguished	by	self-
organising	behaviour	and	adaptive	capacity,	which	enable	 them	 to	 reconfigure	
their	internal	structures	spontaneously.	This	ability	is	based	on	co-evolutionary	
interactions	between	actors	within	the	system.	As	a	result,	the	adaptive	resilience	
interpretation	 focuses	 on	 resilience	 as	 a	 dynamic	 and	 evolutionary	 process	 of	
continual	adjustment,	not	as	a	property	or	characteristic	 (Pendall	et	al.,	2010).	
The	system	doesn’t	only	cope	with	a	shock,	but	rather,	reconfigures	its	structure	
in	a	way	 that	enables	 further	development.	Furthermore,	 this	 interpretation,	 in	
Martin’s	view,	 resonates	with	Schumpeterian	 (1942)	notions	of	 the	 ‘creatively	
destructive’	 potential	 of	 macroeconomic	 shocks	 in	 which	 the	 sweeping	 away	
of	 outmoded	 economic	 structures	 opens	 up	 opportunities	 to	 develop	 new	
configurations	 and	 new	 trajectories	 of	 growth.	This	 approach	 implies	 that	 the	
system	 and	 actors	within	 it	 (including	 institutions)	 demonstrate	 some	 level	 of	
innovativeness	 and	 elasticity,	 which	 are	 usually	 based	 on	 human	 and	 social	
capital.	



















Extent to which regional economy 
renews its growth path: resumption 
of pre-recession path or hysteretic 
shift to new growth trend 
RECOVERY 
Speed and degree of recovery of 
regional economy from 
a recessionary shock: extent of return 
to pre-recession growth path 
RESISTANCE 
Degree of sensitivity or depth of 
reaction of regional economy to
a recessionary shock: scale of decline in 
output, jobs, etc. 
RE-ORIENTATION 
Extent of re-orientation and 
adaptation of regional economy in 
response to recessionary shock: 
changes to industrial, technological 
and workforce composition, business 
models, working practices, etc. 








Figure 1. Four dimensions of regional economic resilience to recessionary shock
Source: Martin (2012)
Although	 they	 refer	 to	 the	 same	 concept,	 each	 of	 the	 abovementioned	
interpretations	define	resilience	 in	a	different	way	and	are	 therefore	applied	 in	
different	 scientific	 disciplines.	 Social	 sciences,	 such	 as	 economics	 or	 human	
geography,	 usually	 use	 the	 evolutionary	 approach	 (Boschma,	 2014).	 Socio-
economic	systems,	such	as	regions	or	cities,	are	complex	and	dynamic,	thus	the	
application	 about	 engineering	 or	 ecological	 approaches	 is	 rather	 limited	 here.	









to	 an	 economic	 shock,	Simmie	and	Martin	 (2010)	distinguish	 four	 conceptual	
frameworks:	1)	Generalised	Darwinism,	2)	path	dependence	theory,	3)	complexity	





















region	would	 be	 one	 that	 is	 able	 to	maintain	 its	 pre-shock	 development	 path	
(‘lock-in’)	despite	disturbances.	In	the	evolutionary	approach	the	interpretation	










Further,	 the	 complex	 system	 theory,	 which	 is	 characterised	 by	 non-linear	
dynamics	 and	 self-reinforcing	 interactions	 among	 system	 components	
(Martin	 and	 Sunley,	 2006),	 highlights	 self-organisation	 and	 adaptive	 growth	




with	 its	 environment.	 For	 a	 system’s	 resilience,	 especially	 important	 is	 its	
connectedness,	related	to	concepts	of	adaptation	and	adaptability.	As	defined	by	
Grabher	(1993),	adaptation	refers	 to	changes	within	preconceived	paths,	while	
adaptability	 concerns	 developing	 new	 paths.	 From	 this	 perspective,	 a	 trade-
off	 between	 adaptation	 and	 adaptability	 seems	 to	 be	 inevitable.	Adaptation	 to	
existing	 conditions	 leads	 to	 specialisation	 and	 innovations	 that	 reproduce	 the	
current	structure,	while	adaptability	requires	the	ability	to	engage	unspecific	and	
LES	DOLEGA,	DOROTA	CELIŃSKA-JANOWICZ16
uncommitted	 resources	 for	 a	 variety	 of	 unforeseeable	 uses	 (Boschma,	 2014).	






relations	 and	 the	 interrelatedness	 of	 complex	 economic	 systems	 can	 decrease	
their	adaptability,	and	therefore	their	resilience	to	external	shocks	(Simmie	and	
Martin,	2010).	





to	 shocks	 and	 stresses).	There	 are	 two	major	 loops	 in	 this	model:	 one	 related	
to	the	emergence	and	development	of	a	growing	path	(phases:	exploitation	and	
growth,	and	conservation),	and	another	related	to	the	decline	of	that	structure	but	
simultaneously	opening	up	 the	potential	 for	 its	 reorganisation	 (phases:	decline	
and	 release,	 and	 reorganisation	 and	 restructuring)	 (Simmie	 and	Martin,	 2010;	
Pendall	et	al.	2010).	Summarising	these	adaptive	cycles,	Dawley	et	al.,	 (2010,	
p.	7)	have	shown	that	 the	accumulated	resources	available	 to	a	system	lead	 to	
increased	connectedness	and	dependency	within	the	system,	resulting	in	 lower	
adaptability	 and	 reduced	 resilience	 to	 a	 shock	 or	 long-term	 structural	 decline.	
However,	 due	 to	 that	 decline,	 relations	 once	 again	 become	 looser	 and	 more	
diverse	as	part	of	a	 second	 release	 reorganisation	 loop,	which	 in	 turn	nurtures	
innovation,	technological	change	and	new	growth	trajectories.
In	addition	to	the	four	conceptual	frameworks	described	above,	there	are	other	
concepts	 that	 can	be	 found	 in	 the	 literature	 on	 resilience.	Martin	 (2012)	 links	










On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 ecological	 interpretation	 of	 resilience	 can	 be	 linked	
to	 the	 concept	 of	 economic	 hysteresis,	 defined	 by	 Romer	 (2001,	 p.	 471)	 as	








3. Retail resilience 
As	mentioned	above,	 in	economic	geography	 resilience	 is	usually	 linked	 to	





First,	 when	 analysing	 retail	 resilience	 one	 must	 define	 the	 subject	 of	 the	
analysis	i.e.	an	entity	or	a	system	whose	resilience	will	be	assessed.	Retail	can	
be	understood	as	an	economic	sector	(e.g.	the	retail	structure	of	a	region	or	city)	










vulnerable	 and	 not	 sustainable	 from	 a	 social	 or	 environmental	 point	 of	 view.	
Second,	when	retail	resilience	is	analysed	from	a	more	geographical	perspective,	
it	is	often	linked	to	the	central	part	of	urban	areas	(town/district	centres,	shopping	
streets).	 In	addition	 to	 the	economic	aspect	of	 retail	 resilience,	 there	are	other	




times	and	 locations);	 the	second	term	refers	 to	 the	continuing	ability	 to	attract	
investments	(Ravenscroft,	2000).	Both	measures	are	mutually	related,	however,	
the	first	one	refers	 to	the	attractiveness	of	 the	centre	for	 tourists	and	residents,	








(Bristow,	 2010),	 defined	 as	 the	 capacity	 of	 a	 region	 (city	 or	 town	 centre)	 to	
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compete	with	 other	 places	 for	 globally	mobile	 capital	 (i.e.	 investments)	 or	 to	
provide	conditions	for	local	companies	to	win	in	competition	with	other	(global)	
actors	(Gorzelak	and	Jałowiecki,	2000).	Although	there	is	some	evidence	that	the	
entry	of	anchor	stores	 (external	 investors)	may	 increase	 the	resilience	of	 retail	
(town)	centres	(Wrigley	and	Dolega,	2011),	it	would	be	too	simplistic	to	equate	
resilience	with	 competitiveness,	 or	 to	 treat	 the	 two	 concepts	 as	 contradictory.	




(Wrigley	 and	 Lambiri,	 2014).	 Conversely,	 a	 high	 share	 of	 international	 retail	
chains	may	increase	a	town	centre’s	vulnerability	to	external	shocks	and	decrease	
its	 uniqueness,	which	 is	 considered	 to	 be	 an	 important	 element	 of	 sustainable	
advantage	for	town	centres	(ATCM,	2013).
Another	 important	 issue	 that	 needs	 to	 be	 considered	 is	 the	 way	 that	 retail	
resilience	can	be	measured.	The	most	obvious	indicator,	and	probably	the	easiest	
to	apply,	 is	change	in	vacancy	rate	(Wrigley	and	Dolega,	2011;	Balsas,	2014).	
However,	 as	Wrigley	 and	Lambiri	 (2014)	 point	 out,	 not	 all	 vacancy	 rates	 are	
the	same.	Long-term	structural	vacancy	is	probably	a	much	better	indicator	than	
the	 general	 rate,	 as	 a	 short-term	 friction	 or	 churn-related	 vacancy	 is	 a	 natural	
phenomenon	and	is	an	important	element	of	a	centre	dynamic	and	adjustment.	














(Pendall	 et	 al,.	 2010).	Although	 both	 types	 of	 disruption	 have	 the	 capacity	 to	
alter	the	configuration	of	retail	centres,	their	nature	and	extent	may	vary.	Thus,	












as	 ‘drivers	 of	 change’,	which	 in	 the	 long	 term	have	 the	 capacity	 to	 gradually	
transform	 economic	 systems.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 urban	 retailing	 systems,	 at	 least	
four	 forces	 could	 be	 associated	with	 such	 transformation.	 First,	 the	 impact	 of	
decade-long	 progressive	 increases	 in	 online	 retailing,	which	 have	 induced	 the	
mechanisms	 of	 substitution,	 complementarity,	 and	modification	 (Weltevreden,	
2007).	In	particular,	the	former	mechanism,	directly	impacting	certain	types	of	




to	 the	 strictness	of	 spatial	planning	 regulations	 and	public	 authorities’	 attitude	




factor	 refers	 to	 changes	 in	 demography	 that	may	 increase	 demand	 for	 leisure	
activities	 and	polarise	 the	 spread	of	disposable	 income	 (Wrigley	and	Lambiri,	
2014).	All	the	above-mentioned	drivers	of	change	may	be	interlinked;	however,	






When	 analysing	 retail	 resilience	 in	 the	 capital	 city,	 context	 several	 specific	
issues	and	circumstances	have	to	be	considered.	Usually,	the	retail	sector	in	the	
capital	city	is	better	developed	than	in	other	urban	areas,	i.e.	there	are	more	shops	













4. Suggested analytical framework
Complex	systems	are	often	characterised	by	self-organising	behaviour	(Levin,	
1998)	and	an	adaptive	capacity	(Martin,	2012)	that	enables	them	to	reconfigure	
their	 internal	 structures	 in	 response	 to	 unexpected	 shocks	 and	 more	 gradual	
processes	 of	 change.	 Retail	 centres	 can	 be	 viewed	 as	 dynamic	 and	 complex	
economic	 systems	 that	 constantly	 evolve.	 At	 large,	 the	 resilience	 of	 retail	
centres	to	major	shocks	is	closely	linked	to	a	long-term	and	cumulative	process	
of	 adaptive	 capacity	 building.	 It	 is	 a	multidimensional	 process,	 encompassing	








the	scales	 in	which	they	are	nested.	Moreover	 it	examines	 the	extent	 to	which	
the	reorganisation	of	a	town	centre’s	structure	can	be	spontaneous	as	opposed	to	







generates	 increased	 competition.	Retail	 centres,	 during	 this	 stage	 are	 likely	 to	
attract	 new	 investments	 and	 increase	 available	 floorspace	 to	 meet	 increasing	
demand.	 The	 newly	 completed	 retail	 space,	 coupled	 with	 high	 retail	 churn,	






more	 predictable	 and	 established.	Most	 commonly,	 it	 is	 a	 period	 when	 town	
centres	reach	their	highest	capacity	and	experience	a	period	of	relative	stability.	
As	 retail	 churn	 decreases	 and	 efficiency	 increases,	 retail	 centres	may	 become	
‘locked-in’	 in	 a	 particular	 trajectory	 of	 development.	 Town	 centres,	 however,	
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Loss of retail trade in 
existing centre 
Stores move into new centre  
Vacant shop units 
Store refurbishment and 
replacement cancelled in 
existing centre 
Stores close down 
Worsening environment  
New shopping centreopens  
Figure 3. Downtown spiral model of environmental impact
Source: Guy, 1999, p. 457.
4)	 Reorientation:	During	this	stage	innovation	kicks	in,	creating	new	potential	
for	growth,	and	new	configurations	are	likely	to	emerge	through	some	internal	
mechanisms,	 which	 create	 new	 interdependencies.	Although	 the	 mechanisms	
explaining	 the	 emergence	 of	 new	 configurations	 are	 little	 understood,	 the	
reconfigured	 town	 centres	 are	 likely	 to	 increase	 their	 attractiveness	 and	
accessibility	in	order	 to	increase	footfall,	which	is	 the	lifeblood	of	every	retail	
centre.	Moreover,	some	research	(e.g.	Wrigley	and	Dolega,	2011)	has	suggested	




Importantly,	a	 town	centre	 is	 ‘nested	 in’	a	hierarchy	of	different	scales,	e.g.	
local	or	regional	ones,	which	interact	with	each	other	in	a	rather	complex	way.	












For	 instance,	 the	 regional	 variations	 in	 affluence,	 employment	 etc.	 have	 the	
capacity	to	create	different	levels	of	consumer	confidence	and	demand,	e.g.	the	
North-South	divide	in	England	and	Italy	or	the	East-West	divide	in	Germany	and	
Poland.	The	 economic	 dimension	 at	 the	 local	 level	 includes	 various	 elements	
impacting	 the	 ‘economic	health’	of	 retail	 centres	 such	as	 rents,	business	 rates,	
and	other	lease	terms,	especially	the	length	or	presence	of	various	institutional	
support	structures.	At	the	regional	and	national	scale	it	incorporates	underlying	
dynamics	 of	 growth,	 cyclical	 economic	 downturns,	 competition	 from	 large	
international	retail	chains,	or	technological	advances	such	as	online	retailing.	The	
physical	domain	comprises	the	condition	of	the	retail	fabric	or	streetscape	and	
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The	 scales	 in	 which	 town	 centres	 are	 nested	 are	 of	 central	 importance	 to	
building	 resilience	 and	 adaptive	 capacity.	 More	 specifically,	 the	 ‘institutional	

















systems;	 however,	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 self-organising	 behaviour	 can	 induce	
anticipatory	 and/or	 reactive	 reorganisation	 in	 social	 or	 economic	 systems	 has	















phase.	Otherwise,	 the	 increasing	connectedness	of	elements	 in	a	very	efficient	
system	may	break	apart	in	an	uncontrolled	manner	during	an	unexpected	shock	or	
disturbance.	Also,	the	spatial	scale	may	be	critical	when	deciding	on	the	duration	




a	 successful	 intervention	 requires	 a	 good	 understanding	 of	 the	 way	 a	 system	
works,	 what	 change	 is	 required,	 and	 what	 is	 the	 role	 of	 particular	 actors	 in	







centres,	the	presence	of	a	town	centre	manager	and	participation	in	BID’s3 or other 
3	 The	 Business	 Improvement	 District	 is	 business-led	 partnership	 created	 through	 a	 ballot	













to	 ‘run	 a	 number	 of	 “Portas	 Pilots”	 to	 test	 proof	 of	 concept’	 (Department	 for	
Communities	and	Local	Governments,	2012)	by	providing	advisory	and	financial	





centres	 and	other	 retail	 centres:	 a)	 it	 depicts	 the	dynamic	 and	evolving	nature	
of	 retail	 centres,	b)	 links	 their	potential	 resilience	 to	 the	pre-shock	position	 in	
the	 cycle,	 and	 c)	 offers	 some	 explanation	 of	 the	 mechanisms	 responsible	 for	
creating	the	adaptive	capacity.	It	can	be	argued	that	 the	framework	depicts	 the	
dynamics	 of	 evolutionary	 change	 in	 town	 centres	 relatively	well,	 and	 implies	













is	 charged	 on	 all	 business	 rate	 payers	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 business	 rates	 bill.	This	 levy	 is	 used	
to	develop	projects	 that	will	benefit	businesses	 in	 the	 local	area	[https://www.gov.uk/business-
improvement-districts	accessed:	01.02.2015].
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Table 2. Strengths and weaknesses of an adaptive cycle framework
Strengths Weaknesses
Depicts the dynamic nature of retail centres 
and considers the evolutionary aspect
Decline loop (release and reorientation 
phases) little understood and developed
Links the potential resilience of a retail 
centre to its pre-shock position in the cycle
Becomes very complex when multiple 
scales are accounted for
Explains mechanisms responsible for 
creating adaptive capacity to some degree
Does not account for the power and conflict 
present in (national?), regional, and local 
governance
Shows that the emergence of a successful 
path is linked to the accumulated 
knowledge and innovation
The extent of regional evolution and 
national retail planning policy following 
adaptive cycle is unclear
First,	 the	 ‘decline	 loop’	of	an	adaptive	cycle	–	 the	 release	and	reorientation	
phases	–	 is	undeveloped	and	 little	understood.	Unlike	 the	‘development	 loop’,	
which	 comprises	 growth	 and	 consolidation,	 the	 release	 and	 reorientation	
phases	often	happen	very	 rapidly	and	erratically	 (Walker	and	Salt,	2012).	The	





cycle,	 but	 may	 also	 query	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 adaptive	 cycles	 represent	 the	
evolution	of	regional	dynamics	or	national	retail	planning	policy.	Furthermore,	























attention,	 in	 particular	 the	 concept	 of	 adaptive	 resilience,	where	 an	 economic	
system’s	response	to	a	shock	is	linked	to	structural	change	and	long-term	economic	
renewal	(Boschma,	2014).	Such	a	resilience	framework	strengthens	some	basic	
arguments	 derived	 from	 evolutionary	 economics,	 such	 as	 the	 advantages	 of	
diversity,	seeing	regional	economies	as	path-dependent	systems	(Hassink,	2010),	
or	the	potential	for	novelty	and	selection	in	an	economic	system’s	adjustment	to	






they	 considered	 the	 evolutionary	 nature	 of	 retail	 cores,	 which	 are	 integral	
components	of	the	vibrant	town/city	centres,	and	their	differential	performance.	
Indeed,	 the	authors	have	 identified	a	need	 to	develop	a	conceptual	 framework	
that	 could	 explain	 their	 adaptive	 resilience	 to	 both	 unexpected	 shocks	 and	
more	 gradual	 processes	 of	 change;	 one	 against	which	 future	 studies	 could	 be	
positioned	and	 interpreted.	 In	 this	paper,	 retail	 centres	 are	viewed	as	 complex	
and	 dynamic	 economic	 systems	 undergoing	 constant	 evolutionary	 change	 and	
the	authors	propose	a	conceptual framework of	adaptively	resilient	retail	centre.	
In	a	nutshell,	 the	conceptual	framework	links	the	resilience	of	retail	centres	 to	
their	position	in	the adaptive cycle and the role of various actors across	different	
scales.	There	are	two	explicit	loops	in	that	model;	one	related	to	the	emergence	
and	development	of	a	growing	path,	and	another	 related	 to	 the	decline	of	 that	
structure,	but	simultaneously	opening	up	the	potential	for	its	reorganisation.




‘slow	burns’	 in	a	 relatively	good	condition	can	also	be	 related	 to	 the	previous	












The adaptive cycle framework has	some	limitations,	 such	as	 its	complexity,	
or	 not	 accounting	 for	 the	 power	 and	 conflict	 ‘present	 in	 regional	 governance	
in	ways	 they	are	not	present	 in	ecosystems’ (Swanstrom,	2008,	p.	3),	or	some	







The	 new	 evolutionary	 trajectory	 of	 reconfigured	 town	 centres	 is	 likely	 to	 be	






In	 the	 evolutionary	 context,	 the	 adaptability	 of	 reconfigured	 town	 centres	
is	also	centred	on	new	mixes	and	offers	that	will	be	able	to	cater	for	changing	
consumer	behaviours	towards	value	and	convenience.	Nevertheless,	it	is	essential	
to	highlight	 that	 the	concept	of	adaptively	 resilient	 retail	 centres	 is	 still	 in	 the	
embryonic	 stage,	 therefore	 further	 research	 testing	 the	 above	 assumptions	 is	
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